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This applied research addressed the issue of competencies for entry-level practitioners in 
the profession of career counselling.  It specifically addressed those competencies 
required for the industry sector of higher education, as distinct from general career 
counselling and that used in school settings.  The research found that there has been 
progress toward documentation and agreement on competencies for career counsellors.  
However, there has been only limited work specific to the higher education sector.  A 
survey of industry professionals was used to determine the status of 28 proposed 
competencies that were drawn from previous research using a nominal group method.  
The results indicate overwhelming endorsement of the majority of the competencies.  
Further research is required to enhance validity of the survey results and to begin work on 
the detail of performance criteria and elements underpinning the competencies. 
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The profession of career counselling in Australia has evolved in its role and identity.  
Most Australian practitioners come from professional and discipline backgrounds of 
education, welfare and psychology (Splete & Hutton, 1995).  In its contemporary form, 
the professional identity of ‘career counsellor’ has been derived from a collection of 
multidisciplinary elements.  Formation of a distinct professional organisation, the 
Australian Association of Career Counsellors (AACC), which is separate from the 
subsidiary bodies of the larger progenitor professions, has heralded the determination of a 
new and distinct profession.  Despite its emergence as a profession, the corpus of its 
requisite skills, knowledge and attributes, remain paradoxically nebulous upon 
inspection.   
To seek additional clarity on what it is to be a career counsellor and to do career 
counselling, this paper investigates the qualities of the entry-level career counsellor in the 
higher education sector.  The paper has addressed this question through a review of career 
counselling, training and certification schemes in Australia, and nationally endorsed 
competencies.  This review has led to a survey of the competencies that are considered 
valuable in the higher education setting. 
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CAREER COUNSELLING 
Career counselling developed along with educational reform in the early part of the 20th 
century and was also associated with industrial needs relating to labour and skills (Herr & 
Cramer, 1996; Super, 1974).  The term ‘career counselling’ is related to a number of 
multifarious terms and notions, such as vocational assessment, career assessment, 
vocational guidance, life planning, and career coaching.  Given that the aim of this paper 
is to address what it is that new practitioners should be able to do on a professional basis, 
and not to debate the nuances of particular schools of thought, models, and techniques; 
the generic term ‘career counselling’ will be used for convenience of expression.  Herr 
and Cramer (1996) provided a useful definition of career counselling: 
A largely verbal process in which a counsellor and counsellee(s) are in a dynamic 
and collaborative relationship, focused on identifying and acting on the 
counsellees’ goals, in which the counsellor employs a repertoire of diverse 
techniques or processes, to help bring about self-understanding, understanding of 
behavioural options available, and informed decision making in the counsellee, 
who has the responsibility for his or her own actions. (p. 32). 
 Career counselling should achieve personally significant outcomes for clients.  It 
should be able to facilitate sound self-understanding, decision-making, and actions.  Herr 
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(1988) suggested that evaluation of career counselling involves assessing what an 
individual/group has received from the counselling experience.  Indicators of evaluation 
may include enhanced knowledge, skills, insight, or behaviour in relation to an 
educational or occupational aim as a result of working through a career guidance 
program.  An entry-level counsellor should be able to reach these performance 
benchmarks.  The training and certification of career counsellors is currently the main 
way of determining the likelihood of whether a beginner will indeed be able to perform as 
such. 
TRAINING AND CERTIFICATION OF CAREER COUNSELLORS 
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has made a 
clear attempt to determine the value of career counselling within the context of national 
employment and life-long learning, and concomitant policy-development (Sweet, 2001).  
The OECD (2002) surveyed nations on their career-related services.  The results with 
respect to the training of career professionals in Australia clearly indicated a need for 
improvement.  Despite the presence of eight postgraduate programs in career counselling 
offered by some Australian universities (Patton, 2002), formal training for the profession 
was deemed inadequate.  Unlike some professions that have career counselling as a 
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subsidiary professional activity (e.g., psychologist, guidance officer), the professional 
entity of career counsellor is not regulated by State or Commonwealth legislation. 
Notwithstanding the OECD review, the need for enhanced consistency in training 
for career counsellors in Australia has been recognised by domestic stakeholders 
(McCowan & Hindman, 1998; Patton, 2002; Splete & Hutton, 1995).  The ‘Koder 
Report’ on careers advisory services in higher education institutions commissioned by the 
Department of Employment, Education and Training (DEET) (1990) was a watershed in 
raising the profile of career counselling in the industry sector.  Moreover, the report 
stimulated a number of questions relating to training.  A follow-up report further 
addressed the issue of professional development and career pathways for career 
counsellors and found inadequacy in the system (Anderson, Milligan, Caldwell & 
Johnson, 1994).  Similar issues of professional training and development have been 
echoed in the United Kingdom (Watts, 1997) and North America (Herr & Cramer, 1996). 
The National Board of Employment, Education and Training (NBEET) 
commissioned a report into the education and training of career counsellors/teachers in 
schools (NBEET, 1992).  This crucial report has provided a firm grounding for the 
formation of training systems through its proposed National Training Framework (NTF) 
for career counsellors.  The NTF was developed in a format consistent with a 
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competency-based model.  It included an analysis of two levels of career counsellor 
practice (i.e., beginner and advanced).  The NTF set guidelines for programs at the 
Postgraduate Certificate and Postgraduate Diploma levels (e.g., Inglis, Armstrong, 
Temple & Reeders, 1997).   
The recommendations of the NBEET report were not adopted widely (OECD, 
2002).  Notwithstanding its breadth and depth, the NTF was limited by its emphasis on 
school counselling, as distinct from adult counselling in the higher education sector 
(NBEET, 1992).  Though the framework and competencies were compiled to enable 
transfer to other educational sectors, there has remained a need to enact this transfer 
process. 
The AACC concurred with the NBEET’s (1992) proposed NTF and 
competencies.  It recognises, but does not accredit, a range of training programs that 
would satisfy the educational requirements for membership.  This list of programs 
accepted by AACC is more inclusive than the programs reviewed by NBEET.  These 
include undergraduate and postgraduate degree programs offered through universities, 
and lower programs offered by private providers.  Furthermore, the AACC (2002) has 
provisions for recognition of prior learning for the purposes of membership.   
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The AACC operates the Career Counsellors Registration Board as a national 
recognition and accreditation system for professionals.  However, the Board is not 
regulated by any State or Commonwealth legislation and does not implement any 
legislation.  Membership may be granted on the basis of professional qualifications and 
relevant experience that has been evaluated by a current member with reference to a set 
of core competencies.   
The National Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services (NAGCAS) 
represents professionals working in the careers and employment services within higher 
education institutions.  The membership of NAGCAS is not entirely made up of career 
counsellors.  Some members are not counsellors and perform professional duties related 
to employment of university students/graduates.  Whilst NAGCAS is in the position to 
represent and has as its objectives the accreditation of career counsellors in higher 
education, it has not yet provided policy on membership requirements for career 
counsellors with respect to training, competencies or experience.  Membership is 
generally based upon the requirement of employment with a careers advisory service 
within a university.  Career counsellors employed in Australian universities have 
professional qualifications and are remunerated at the Higher Education Worker level 7 
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or above.  Thus all career counsellors who are members of NAGCAS are likely to have at 
least undergraduate level qualifications. 
 In summary, there has been some progress toward schemes of training and 
certification of career counsellors based around critical criteria, particularly competencies 
for professional practice.  However, there has been a paucity in the consistency of these 
schemes and limited progress toward a competency-based model apropos of career 
counsellors working in the higher education sector in Australia. 
COMPETENCIES OF CAREER COUNSELLORS 
The list of proposed competencies for career co-ordinators (NBEET, 1992) has provided 
useful guidelines for formulating competencies against a standardized framework that is 
consistent with a competency-based model (Harris, Guthrie, Hobart & Lundberg, 1995).  
The report included competency components of unit, element, performance criteria and 
range of variables.  The following units were generated: 
• curriculum program and design; 
• information and resources; 
• professional knowledge and practice; 
• counselling and career counselling; 
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• career education and career guidance; and 
• organisation, management and consultation. 
These Units subsumed 39 competency elements.  Notwithstanding the ability to transfer 
the elements, many of the elements and their attendant performance criteria were 
intrinsically related to school-based careers work.  These elements did not correspond to 
career counsellor activities of the higher education sector with its emphasis on adult 
learning/life-long learning and a different model of educational infrastructure with 
independent organisational structures (e.g., faculties, departments) and disparate 
disciplines. 
The aims and objects of the AACC make it an organisation that must include 
professionals of disparate backgrounds and experience.  In this way, the AACC has 
relevance to career counselling in higher education because it generally subsumes career 
counsellors operating in the higher education sector.  However, it lacks the specificity to 
differentiate between the competencies required for career counselling in schools, higher 
education, private practice, or industrial settings.  The competencies used by the AACC 
(2002) reflect those developed by the NBEET (1992) and thus, have similar attendant 
limitations.  The AACC has furthered the professional practice of career counsellors 
through its publication of a code of professional conduct (AACC, 2002). This code 
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clearly indicates the relationship between ethical practice and competence.  In this way 
the AACC has brought possession of competencies and practice within the bounds of 
individual competence to the fore.  This has indicated the importance of the detailed 
competencies over simplistic qualifications. 
NAGCAS has made limited progress toward publication of competencies for its 
membership.  It relies upon academic and professional qualifications for its membership 
requirements.  This would generally include professionals who come from the 
background of psychologist and guidance officer. 
Documentation of competencies for career counsellors has made considerable 
progress in North America, particularly by the National Career Development Association 
(NCDA) (Herr & Cramer, 1996; NCDA, 2002; Splete & Hoppin, 1994).  The list of 
NCDA career counselling competencies contains 11 Units: 
• career development theory; 
• individual and group counselling skills; 
• individual/groups assessment; 
• information/resources; 
• program promotion, management and implementation; 
• coaching, consultation, and performance improvement; 
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• diverse populations; 
• supervision; 
• ethical/legal issues; 
• Research/evaluation; and 
• Technology. 
These units subsume 85 competency elements.  The breadth of the Elements is partially 
explained by their being prepared for professionals at a postgraduate level of training 
(i.e., Master level counsellors).  It is noteworthy that McCowan and Hyndman (1998), in 
their review of Australian standards, recommended that master-level professionals be 
present within a career counselling service.  The content of the list has the advantageous 
feature of being directed toward career counselling for adult clients, rather than school 
children.  However, the NCDA list does not include performance indictors.   
 In summary, the NBEET, AACC, and NCDA have formulated respective 
competencies for career counsellors.  However, there has been only limited investigation 
of these competencies with respect to the higher education sector in Australia.  This 
research explored career counsellors’ perceptions of what would be relevant for this 
counselling speciality and educational sector.   
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STUDY 1 
The first study aimed to develop a list of proposed competencies for entry-level 
counsellors that could be evaluated by professionals in the field. 
METHOD 
Participants 
Seven career counsellors from both the private and public sector were approached, 
provided with a brief description of the background and rationale of the project, and 
invited to participate in the nominal group. Criteria for participation in the study included 
being either currently or previously employed as a career counsellor and provision of 
services within higher education. Five career counsellors (three males and two females) 
working in the profession convened for a nominal group in regional South-East 
Queensland. Two of the participants were members of the AACC. Each participant 
worked with students within the University setting. All of the participants had at least 
undergraduate qualifications relevant to the profession of career counselling. 
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Procedures 
Nominal group instructions.  Participants were advised of the date and expected duration 
of the nominal group (i.e., less than three hours).  They were advised that to facilitate data 
analysis, the nominal group would be recorded, but that their data would be held in 
confidence and that the recording would be destroyed once the checklist had been 
developed and approved. A consent form was provided and participants were asked to 
complete this and bring it with them to the nominal group. Participation was voluntary 
and it was made known that members could withdraw at any stage. 
A week prior to the nominal group being held, group members were provided 
with a draft list of competency domains based on those developed by the NCDA (2002). 
Upon presenting this checklist to the participants, it was decided that the competency 
elements would not be elaborated on so as to elicit from participants their view of the 
essence and value of each competency domain.  Concurrent with McNamara’s (1999) 
recommendations regarding holding a nominal group, participants were asked to draw on 
their experience as higher education career counsellors in considering the following prior 
to attending the nominal group discussion: 
• whether they agreed or disagreed with the competency list; 
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• whether there were any competencies that needed to be added, taken out or 
redefined; 
• the relative importance of each competency; and 
• formulated competency indicators (preferably observable behaviours) in terms of 
knowledge, skills and attributes. 
Nominal group data collection.  The group discussion was recorded on audiocassette 
tape. The data were then transcribed to facilitate data analysis. 
Results 
Based on the discussions held and in line with the nominal method proposed by 
NOOSR (1990, p. 40), all suggestions by all participants were incorporated into a draft 
competency list. Related ideas were then integrated resulting in the development of the 
Checklist of Career Competencies for Career Counsellors (see Table 1). For the sake of 
space, each competency has been labelled numerically in accordance with their position 
on the survey.  For example, the first item ‘Articulate an understanding of past and 
present career theories’ is labeled 1 in the table and the last item ‘Capacity to recognise 
own limitations and seek supervision’ is labeled 28.   
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------------------------- 
Insert Table 1 Here 
------------------------- 
 
To ensure this checklist adequately reflected the content of the discussions and to 
maintain consensus, all participants were then provided with a copy and asked to rank 
each competency. Group members subsequently approved the checklist as both valid and 
useful. However, given the limited number of participants, it was determined that this 
data should not be considered representative of the population of higher education career 
counsellors as a whole (Gibbs, 1997) and, therefore, that further validation was essential. 
 
STUDY 2 
The second study sought industry professionals’ opinions on the proposed list of 
competencies using a survey. 
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METHOD 
Participants 
The views of career counsellors working in higher education in Queensland were 
surveyed.  In total, 20 career counsellors were surveyed.  Fifteen of the participants were 
members of the Queensland Branch of NAGCAS.  The remaining participants were 
working in private practice or with another large organisation that employed professional 
career counsellors.  All participants had at least undergraduate qualifications relevant to 
the profession of career counselling. 
Materials 
Survey questionnaire.  Participants completed a modified version of the Checklist for 
Career Competencies for Career Counsellors.  Items from this questionnaire relate 
directly to the list shown in Table 1.  Respondents rated the importance of each item on a 
Likert scale from 1 to 5 in which: 1 = not at all important; 2 = somewhat important; 3 = 
important; 4 = very important; and 5 = absolutely essential.  The questionnaire was 
converted into an internet form that was published on the USQ Student Services website.  
This enabled participants to compete the survey entirely on-line.  The general public did 
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not have access to the questionnaire because the webpage url was provided only to survey 
participants and was not published on the public viewable pages of the Student Services 
site.  
Procedures 
Study design.  A survey method was used on the basis of the NOOSR (1990, p. 58) 
recommendations for research into determination of competencies for professionals.  A 
survey method was chosen because: 
• the survey population was small (i.e., small number of career counsellors in 
higher education) and was within a defined professional network; 
• the issue related to one sector of the entire profession of career counselling; and 
• results could be held confidential. 
The NOOSR recommendations indicated that a survey method was inappropriate if there 
was no financial support, time was limited, and if the profession was in conflict.  In this 
project the expense of the survey was minimal.  There was ample time to collect data 
because the survey method ensured rapid and accurate distribution and the questionnaire 
itself took limited time to complete.  There was no evidence of professional conflict at the 
time of this research project and, given the OECD (2002) report, the research was timely. 
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The study used a self-enumeration design (Crockett, 1989).  This meant that 
recipients of the survey were in control of whether they would respond to the 
email/internet survey.  This ensured their voluntary participation. 
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Survey distribution.  The survey was sent through the email newsgroup of NAGCAS 
Queensland.  Other career counsellors outside of this network were sent the email 
individually. 
Survey instructions.  The survey email contained a general statement that the purpose of 
the survey was to determine the competencies of entry-level career counsellors in higher 
education from the perspective of professionals working in the field.  Participants were 
advised of the expected time to complete the survey.  They were advised that their data 
were to be held in confidence and that an aggregate set of results would be reported at the 
next NAGCAS professional development day.  Participants were directed to the url for 
the survey.  They were instructed to rate each competency using a 1 to 5 Likert scale and 
then to press the ‘submit key’.  Consistent with the self-enumeration design, the 
participants were under no obligation to go the website and complete the survey; they 
were free to delete the email without the author ever knowing.   
Data collection and screening.  Upon selecting the submit button, the data were emailed 
to a database held on the Student Services website.  Access to this database was restricted 
to the author and webmaster.  Upon final collection of data, the files were converted to an 
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Excel document that enabled statistical analysis.  The data of 20 cases were screened to 
ensure an accurate statistical analysis.  There were no missing data. 
Results 
Ranking of Importance.  Although varying in amounts, all of the items received 
endorsements above the level of ‘importance’.  Items 5 and 28 received the most 
endorsements with 95% and 90% of participants respectively indicating their status as 
‘absolutely essential’.  Items 1, 3, 4, 8, 9, 15, 17, and 21, however, received negative 
evaluations in the range of ‘not at all important’ and ‘somewhat important’. 
High and low endorsements.  To determine a dichotomous high/low split for 
endorsements of competencies, the data were recoded on the rating scale.  The ratings 
‘not at all important’ and ‘somewhat important’ were recoded to equal ‘not valuable’.  
The ratings ‘important’, ‘very important’, and absolutely important’, were recoded to 
equal ‘valuable’.  This recoding process enabled consideration of the competencies in 
terms of whether participants viewed them as central to the competencies of an entry-
level career counsellor or not.   
 Final and authorised version first published in the Australian Journal of Career Development in 
12(3), published by the Australian Council for Educational Research. Copyright © 2003 
Australian Council for Educational Research. 
22
Twenty of the items received rankings of ‘valuable’ at the rate of 100%.  The 
percentage of participants rating items 1, 3, 4, 8, 9, 15, 17, and 21 as ‘not valuable’ have 
been indicated in parentheses in Table 1.  Item 1 received the lowest percentage of 
endorsement as valuable at 65% (i.e., 35% ranked as not valuable).  This was followed by 
item 21 at 75% (i.e., 25% ranked as not valuable).   
Statistical analysis.  A chi-square test was applied to the recoded data to determine if 
differences between valuable and not valuable percentages for items 1, χ2(1, N = 20) = 
1.80, p = .18; 3, χ2(1, N = 20) = 16.20, p = .00; 4, χ2(1, N = 20) = 7.20, p = .001; 8, χ2(1, 
N = 20) = 16.20, p = .00; 9, χ2(1, N = 20) = 9.80, p = .00; 15, χ2(1, N = 20) =16.20, p = 
.00; 17, χ2(1, N = 20) = 16.20, p = .00; and 21, χ2(1, N = 20) = 5.00, p = .03.  Statistical 
significance indicates that the number of valuable endorsements was systematically more 
than the number of not valuable endorsements.  All of the items, except item 1, had 
significant differences.  This would indicate that, overall, the valuable ratings were 
predominant on those items.  Item 1, however, had equivocal support as a competency. 
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DISCUSSION 
This research project set out to investigate the relevance of a proposed set of 
competencies for career counselors in the higher education sector.  The project revealed 
an advanced body of work that had previously and partially addressed the issue of such 
professional competencies.  The status of competencies for career counsellors has 
reached an advanced stage with respect to documentation on what these professionals 
should be able to claim as skills, knowledge, and attributes.  The foundational documents 
produced by NBEET (1992) and NCDA (2002) attest to the detailed work that has been 
completed toward a full description of competencies for career counsellors.  However, 
work on this issue has not effectively addressed the needs of specific industry settings.  
This is a significant hurdle given that competency-based approaches to training demand 
industry specificity.   
This research has advanced the understanding of these competencies through its 
survey of industry practitioners.  This is important from a methodological perspective.  
The guidelines on establishing competencies for professions (NOOSR, 1990) list a range 
of research methods and techniques.  This research tested the results of one method (i.e., 
nominal group) using another (i.e., survey).  Thus the outcomes of this research would 
test the validity of the nominal group and also test the applicability of internet-based 
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survey as an extension of standard survey procedures.  Further checking the validity of 
these survey data could be achieved through a wider survey (e.g., national survey) or 
through an alternative research methodology recommended by NOOSR and one that 
addresses the same 28 competencies.  Such a triangulated approach to the question of 
competencies for entry-level practitioners would enhance the reliability of the answer 
produced by this research. 
 In overall terms, the results of the survey data of this research concur with the 
results of the nominal-group research that formed the list of items for the Checklist for 
Career Competencies for Career Counsellors.  The survey participants overwhelmingly 
endorsed twenty-seven of the competency elements.  Twenty received 100% endorsement 
on the recoded evaluations (i.e., valuable versus not valuable).  Statistical analysis 
revealed that only one competency had equivocal value; and that was competency one, 
‘articulate an understanding of past and present career theories’.  The lack of consistent 
training standards would be a likely correlate of the ambivalence surrounding theory.  
Perhaps this would be accounted for through lack of exposure to a consistent body of 
theory relating to practice.  Competency 21 (i.e., psychometric testing) also received 
considerable ratings of  ‘not valuable’.  This too may reflect differences in professional 
training with respect to discipline differences (e.g., psychology, education, rehabilitation). 
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It would be fair to conclude that the 27 competencies approved here would be an 
initial working list from which to build further detail of the competencies of entry-level 
career counselors.  Moreover, the outcome of this research provided a valuable source of 
information for NAGCAS, which is responsible for defining the professional 
competencies of career counselors in higher education. 
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Table 1 
Proposed Competency Units and Subsumed Elements for Entry-level 
 
Unit/Competency 
Professional Knowledge of Career Development Theory 
1. Articulate an understanding of past and present career theories. (35) 
2. Understand the changing nature of work. 
3. Understand the applicability of various theoretical frameworks to these current changes. 
(5) 
4. The ability to formulate a client’s career development in terms of a theoretical 
framework. (20) 
Individual & Group Counselling Skills 
5. Demonstrate sound communication skills such as listening, reflecting and appropriate 
verbal and non-verbal communication. 
6. Demonstrate personal insight as determined by the ability to self-reflect. 
7. The ability to facilitate the client’s self-understanding and life-skill development. 
8. The ability to formulate intervention goals and strategies appropriate to the client. (8) 
Information & Resources 
9. Knowledge of past and current labour market information; especially labour trends, job 
availability and shrinking / growing industry’s. (15) 
10. Knowledge of available information resources. 
11. Ability to access, utilise and evaluate quality of information. 
12. Knowledge of education and training paths. 
13. Ability to teach and develop client’s information gathering skills. 
14. Demonstrated capacity to learn. 
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Ethical/Legal Issues 
15. Knowledge and demonstrated practice of principles outlined in the Australian 
Association of Career Counsellors ‘Code of Ethics’. (5) 
16. Awareness for and ability to implement appropriate client / professional boundaries. 
Professional Practice 
17. Respect for other professionals within the career counselling field. (5) 
18. Engagement in professional development activities. 
Individual Assessment 
19. Effective and efficient interviewing skills demonstrated through analytical, questioning 
and probing skills. 
20. Capacity to engage in an empathic understanding of client’s status of career development. 
21. Knowledge of psychometric testing. (25) 
22. Ability to determine appropriateness of psychometric assessment. 
Coaching, Consultation & Performance Improvement 
23. Understanding a theoretical framework of high performance success strategies such as 
goal development. 
24. Ability to facilitate the development of these in clients. 
Diverse Populations 
25. Understanding of different cultures and how this impacts upon the career counselling 
process. 
Technology 
26. Demonstrated ability to use a computer and the internet. 
27. Ability and willingness to engage in and utilise alternative forms of counselling. 
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Supervision 
28. Capacity to recognise own limitations and seek supervision. 
Note.  Figures shown in parentheses are the percentage of respondents who rated the item 
as ‘not valuable’ in the recoded high/low split.  Items without a figure in parentheses 
were rated by all respondents as valuable (i.e., 100% endorsement). 
 
